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Abstract: The Great Awakening sparked social and religious controversies throughout the
thirteen colonies. By 1740, two religious fractions had emerged, the New Lights and the Old
Lights. As the Awakening grew in popularity, George Whitefield led gaggles of itinerant
preachers and lay exhorters onto the streets, thus destabilizing the traditional parish structure. In
a last-ditch effort to combat the growing influence of the New Lights, Charles Chauncy burst on
to the scene with Seasonable Thoughts on the State of Religion in New England (1743). This
research examines Seasonable Thoughts and how Chauncy’s book responded to societal
pressures and attempted to change the public’s opinion. Chauncy was desperately attempting to
hold on to the monopoly of power and social influence that he had earned in his community as a
minister. Throughout Seasonable Thoughts, Chauncy’s two objective were to discredit the Great
Awakening and to bolster the weakened social hierarchy, thus preserving his status as a minister.
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Charles Chauncy (1705–1787), was born in Boston during a pivotal time in New
England. Church membership was declining throughout the colonies, and the grip of religion was
weakening in Boston. 1 He would begin his undergraduate degree at Harvard in 1717, and would
eventually earn his Masters in divinity. 2 After several years of floating from church to church
hoping for an official appointment, in 1727, the congregation at Boston’s First Church elected
Chauncy as the junior pastor underneath Thomas Foxcroft. 3 Eleven years later, George
Whitefield would land in Georgia and breathe life into the series of religious revivals known as
the Great Awakening.
It did not take long for Chauncy to install himself as the major opponent to the
Awakening. Chauncy, who was often referred to as “Old Brick” due to his pastorship in a church
of the same name, was in a unique position to speak out against the religious movement. He was
heavily involved with the management of the First Church, which had planted deep roots
throughout the seaport town. 4 As a minister in an institute that enjoyed such eminence, he
became accustomed to making his opinions known “from the pulpit and in Boston’s busy
press.” 5 As the Awakening picked up speed, he was situated to speak out against the extremes he
saw occurring in society. When Chauncy heard that Jonathan Edwards, a prominent New Light,
was writing Some Thoughts Concerning the Present Revival of Religion in New-England, he set
out on a tour of the colonies to collect first-hand accounts of the radicalism that was seeping into
the churches. 6 Thus, the stage was set for Chauncy in Seasonable Thoughts to prove that the
Awakening was actively harmful to society, and that its supporters must be reformed.
The Great Awakening has traditionally been understood as a purely religious movement,
yet religion does not exist in a vacuum. The Awakening was a class-based movement that
energized laymen and threatened the position of ministers as the spiritual and public leaders of
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the town. Chauncy responded to the social upheaval with Seasonable Thoughts, which was
religious propaganda designed to curtail the revivals on two fronts: by discrediting the
Awakening through the slandering of itinerant preachers, and fortifying the civic position of Old
Lights.
In the colonies, religion was a monopolized field. Men like Chauncy and Cotton Mather
had experienced generations of relatively undisputed religious control. The rise of itinerancy and
lay exhorting shattered that exclusivity. Gary B. Nash argues that the Awakening began as a
“religious revival,” but it would “cut across class lines… becoming a class-specific movement.” 7
As the revivals became more radical, the Awakening alienated affluent members of society and
emboldened the lower classes. 8 The Awakening gave a voice to historically disenfranchised
sectors of society. It was no longer a requirement for ministers to be “college-educated men” like
those who had previously dominated the Protestant ministry.9 Now, if someone felt the Spirit
working upon their soul, they could preach freely. Traditionalists like Chauncy found this an
affront to common decency as these exhorters had no formal training and diluted his spiritual
power by association. Douglas L. Winiarski highlights that Chauncy felt that supporters of the
Awakening “suffered” from bloated egos and purposely cultivated social and religious unrest. 10
The Awakening empowered laymen to feel the Lord in their heart and speak with the guidance of
the Spirit. Thomas S. Kidd postulates that “if the most important spiritual credential was
conversion,” it would be natural for a “Spirit-filled layperson” to assume they were entitled to
preach. 11 Furthermore, a converted layperson could theoretically spread the word of God better
than an unconverted minister. 12 It was specifically this logic that Chauncy worked to combat.
As the Great Awakening gained momentum, the power and influence of ministers was
steadily drained away and distributed to New Light preachers and lay exhorters. Chauncy knew
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that the only way to reinforce the disintegrating social hierarchy was to slander and discredit the
Awakening. Fundamentally, Chauncy had to prove that the revivals were man-made and not a
work of God. He began by clarifying that just because things seemed to be of divine nature did
not mean that they were, and that the average person did not know “what a Work of GOD is,” or
how to tell if something was of divine nature or not. 13 Laypeople did not have the proper
education to make any judgement calls on the Awakening. It was his duty as a minister to lead
the uneducated laymen away from what appeared to be the “Fruits of a Work of God.” 14 It was
vital for Chauncy to discredit the Awakening not just on a purely religious basis, but, on a
societal one as well. He constantly restated his position as a trustworthy, educated, and
reasonable source, whereas his opponents were morally corrupt.
New Lights, Chauncy argued, were leading congregations into idolatry. He reprimanded
the laypeople for “flocking after some particular Ministers, and glorying in them as though they
were GODS rather than Men.” 15 The purpose of Seasonable Thoughts was to break the spell that
parishes had been lulled into. Chauncy made statements that were meant to shock and make
those who were swept along in the rush of the Awakening question what they were doing. As a
result, he was harsh and callus in a way that was purposely jarring. From the onset, Chauncy
scolded his fellow colonists for putting too much stock in men, to the point that they held them
as divine figures who were above criticism.
The minister was determined to prove the wickedness of itinerants. Chauncy firmly
believed that the Great Awakening was not divine in origin because ministers utilized “Terror”
to stimulate congregations emotionally, which would be expressed by “Strange Effects upon the
Body.” 16 Audiences would fall into convulsions and fits in the pews. The Awakening encouraged
people to throw themselves to the wind and be emotional. Furthermore, preachers did everything

Rue: 3

in their power to provoke this response. Chauncy quipped that preachers would grow more
“tempestuous, and dreadful,” in their exhorting and “endeavour” to provoke terror in their
audiences. 17 This was not divinity; it was mayhem.
Seasonable Thoughts framed the Awakening as dangerous. Uneducated people who felt
that they were divinely instructed could be led astray. Chauncy conceded that a lay exhorter
might have abilities, but there was a heightened “Danger.” 18 When someone was under the
impression that the Spirit was “immediately” and “extraordinarily” instructing them, it was easy
for them to slowly be “led aside into Error and Delusion.” 19 Lay exhorters were caught up in the
idea that they were a channel for God. They did not question if something else was speaking
through them. Chauncy feared that innocent bystanders would be led to the same corruption. The
minister’s fears were heightened by people claiming to have an authority “superior to the
Bible.” 20 Audiences believed they were listening to a holy man; instead, they heard a “subtle
Devil… under the Disguise of divine Communications.” 21 People assumed they were converted
and opened themselves to “divine Communication” without the education to determine if it was
the Spirit or the Devil bending their ear. In the minister’s mind, if the throes of religious excess
continued unchecked, itinerant preachers and lay exhorters would lead the colonies into turmoil.
It would be one thing if New Lights unknowingly were influenced by the Devil, but in
Chauncy’s opinion they had knowingly fallen. Chauncy quoted extensively from William Burkitt
(1650–1703), who was a vicar in England. The two ministers were in theological lockstep.
Burkitt alleged that it was possible that men could be “Satan’s Instruments, animated and taught
by him, to do his Work, against the Interest of Christ and his Truth; and yet, at the same Time to
pretend to excel and go beyond CHRIST’S faithful Ministers.” 22 Chauncy and Burkitt took the
bold stance that New Light preachers were deliberately working with the Devil. Chauncy implied
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that men like James Davenport, Jonathan Edwards, and George Whitefield were “Satan’s
Instruments.” Chauncy put this bold and inflammatory statement just ten pages into part one of
Seasonable Thoughts. The minister wanted his readers to begin to question the actions of New
Lights early in the text, and for that suspicion to grow into surety. He wanted them to wonder if
they were listening to the Spirit or the whispers of “Satan transforming himself into an Angel of
Light.” 23 For while Chauncy thought itinerant preachers were in cahoots with Satan, it was
possible for their listeners to be unwittingly deceived.
As a man who charted the waters of his world with the Bible, he had to proceed carefully
with his unilateral slandering of itinerancy. Chauncy can be characterized as a man who
“counted the Bible his sole authority.” 24 Furthermore, from the onset of Seasonable Thoughts,
Chauncy specified that he would “confine” himself to “the Scripture” as it is “the surest Guide,
as well as only Rule.” 25 This put Chauncy into the bind of explaining why it was acceptable for
Paul the Apostle to be an itinerant preacher while condemning itinerancy in his own time. True
to his word, he grounded himself in the Scripture. In narrating the deeds of the apostle, he stated,
“He did not neglect ungospelized Places, to go to those where the Gospel was already preach’d.”
Chauncy interjected here to add the barb, “this was the Practice of the false Teachers he is
arguing against.” 26 Instead, what made the apostle’s behavior commendable was that he passed
through towns who already knew the Lord’s name in favor of those who did not. 27
Chauncy was quick to draw parallels between the time in which the apostle traveled from
town to town, espousing the word of God, and the 1740s. He made a point of showing that the
itinerant apostle condemned the “false Teachers” who preached to gospelized towns, whereas, he
preached to places that had not come to be acquainted with Christ, adding “lest I should build
upon another Man’s Foundation.” 28 Itinerancy was positive when it spread the message of God
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to places that did not have a minister, but to interfere with “another Man’s Foundation,” would
be to go against the teachings of an apostle. Thus, Chauncy strengthened his own rhetoric by
showing biblically that a minister’s work should be respected and not interfered with.
Chauncy took a social risk when he wrote Seasonable Thoughts, which dramatically
changed the social sentiments towards the Great Awakening. After Chauncy exerted so much
energy to break apart the structures used by New Lights that destabilized the social hierarchy of
the colonies, he had to buttress the old system to keep it from collapsing. He was a firm believer
in propriety and order. The Awakening turned society on its head and inverted roles that
Chauncy grounded himself with. Harry S. Stout maintains that Chauncy “represented an extreme
aspect of the intellectualist tradition” that underscored “strict clerical control over
congregations.” 29 The Awakening brought out what Chauncy considered to be the worst in
society and made him “asham’d” that exhorters were “Men of all Occupations, who are vain
enough to think themselves fit to be Teachers of others.” 30 These men had “no Learning,” and
what Chauncy termed “small Capacities,” but they still had the confidence to preach for the
Spiritual Profit of their audiences. 31 Lay exhorters, according to Chauncy, were uneducated and
lacked mental prowess, yet they still preached without an ounce of shame. Chauncy was
outraged that these men were daring to usurp the role of established ministers and insert
themselves where they were not wanted.
Countless times throughout Seasonable Thoughts, Chauncy reiterated that a person’s
place in the world was chosen without any input from themselves. He quoted extensively from
William Gurnall’s Christian in Complete Armour to show that he was not the only person who
demanded order. Chauncey quoted that “GOD allows no Stragglers from their Station in his
Army of Saints.” 32 Everyone was assigned a “Station,” in God’s “Army.” If God did not assign a
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person a task, they should not do it. Once again, Chauncy used religious doctrine to maintain
control over the masses who wanted to break rank or ask questions. Chauncy went on to say that
the ministry was a “particular Office in the Church of CHRIST.” 33 The only people who could
be ministers were those “called to the Office.” 34 Lay exhorters were leading an insurgency
against God.
Despite how Chauncy portrayed himself, he was not a meek minister basking in his love
of God. He was a pessimistic, disillusioned man who cloaked his objective of maintaining the
structure of society behind the sentiments of religious reform. By the time he wrote Seasonable
Thoughts, Chauncy was infuriated, insulted, and his pride was damaged. Speaking directly to the
New Lights, he scoffed that the Spirit could only do so much to educate, and that:
Is not the SPIRIT, and diligent Study together, like to do more for Increase of Knowledge,
than the SPIRIT will do without such Studies? Why should you, in proud Censoriousness,
think, that Godly Teachers have not the SPIRIT as well as you? 35
Chauncy marketed himself as someone who had everything that lay exhorters did, but he
was educated. In the exhilaration of the Awakening, many had forgotten that the Spirit also
instructed those who were not lay exhorters. The instruction that New Lights claimed to receive
did not prohibit “Godly Teachers” from receiving the very same messages. Chauncy was
asserting himself as a man who could give congregations everything that New Lights could,
while not being proud and full of self-righteousness. Ironically, Chauncy seemed blissfully
unaware of this behavior within himself.
Taking a slightly different approach, Chauncy tried to argue that pastors had a moral
obligation to preach solely to their own congregations. Chauncy described the relationship
between minister and parish as akin to a marriage. A minister’s “stated, constant business is with
his own People,” for they were “committed to his Care,” and he was “solemnly engagd, before
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GOD, and the LORD JESUS CHRIST, and holy Angels, to do all the Duties of a Pastor.” 36 The
relationship was a union that demanded that both parties be faithful to one another. Chauncy
wondered if ministers were “faithful” to their “Ordination Vow,” which required ministers to
tend to their appointed flock, when they went on tours to preach to people to whom they had no
ties. 37 The answer for Chauncy was a resounding no. In his mind, there was no use in preaching
to other parishes; a pastor’s duty was to his own flock and no one else’s. God picked ministers to
fulfill a mission, and a minister leaving their flock forsook the vow they made before God,
Christ, and the Angels.
The relationship between a minister and his congregation was an integral aspect of
Chauncy’s crusade against the Awakening. The threat of Chauncy losing his monopoly over his
parish due to itinerants made him lash out. He claimed that ministers who abandoned their flock
to go “into other Parishes,” actively “neglected” their own congregation “from a zeal to take
care of other Minister’s people.” 38 A minister’s stated duty was to his congregation, and New
Lights’ disregard for their parishes was an easy target for the opponents of the Awakening. To
further attack itinerancy, Chauncy cited Increase Mather who argued that a “Pastor and Flock
are Relates; and therefore one cannot be without the other.” 39 An itinerant preacher was not a
preacher. He elaborated further by writing that “to say that a wandering Levite, who has no flock
is a Pastor, is as good Sense as to say, that he that has no Children is a father.” 40 Chauncy and the
Old Lights attacked itinerant preachers on every level imaginable, and in a last ditch effort, they
claimed that ministers who traveled from congregation to congregation were not ministers
because they were not actively caring for a flock.
The way Chauncy described the Great Awakening was a mix of conspiracy theories and
the promise of doomsday. He reiterated ad nauseum that the main objective of New Lights was
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to promote divisions within the Church. Chauncy claimed that the only explanation for the
actions of itinerants was to “set People against their Ministers as not fit to preach to them,” thus
planting “the Seeds of Contention and Separation” in the churches. 41 The minister thought that
everyone should inherently be against the Awakening as it would lead to tensions within the
church that would not be resolvable. Chauncy, in a rare instance of speaking directly to the
audience, wrote, “it is my firm Perswasion” that itinerant preaching will “disband all the
Churches in the world; and make the Relation, between Pastors and People, a meer Nothing, a
Sound without Meaning.” 42 Chauncy presented his audience with a dramatized scenario that
functioned as an ultimatum. If his readers read this and continued to support the Awakening,
they would be directly contributing to the possibility of the Church being disbanded. More than
anything, however, Chauncy was concerned with losing his relationship with the people. He did
not want to fade away into “Nothing.” He did not want to lose the social and political influence
he had left. Chauncy informed his audience that the Church was on the brink of collapse to scare
them, but he was unable to resist adding his own private fears of fading away.
Woven throughout Seasonable Thoughts was Chauncy feeling the need to defend his
strong position against the Awakening. He fell back on rhetorical questions to demonstrate the
helpless position he saw himself in. He framed his rebuke of the Awakening through the
question: when can ministers “more seasonably, or pertinently, apply to our People for their
Direction, Admonition, and Rebuke, then at a Time when they are either led into Error and
Delusion, or are in Hazard of being so?” 43 New Lights were leading astray congregations, and if
Chauncy did not speak, he feared that more laymen would be lost. As a minister it was his duty
to protect his parish, and to stay silent would be unforgivable. “We are set as Watchmen to our
Churches; and whose Business is it to espy Danger, and give Warning, if not ours?” 44 Chauncy
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reminded his readers that, as a minister, he was a “Watchmen” and it was his responsibility to
speak out against dangerous tendencies he saw around him. He continued with this train of
thought, further positioning Old Light ministers as the final defense against sin, error, and
delusion for the laypeople of the colonies.
At this point, Chauncy turned away from the general audience and spoke directly to his
fellow ministers. “We are called Shepherds,” he reminded his audience, “and shall we behave as
such, if, when the Wolf comes to devour the Flock, we don’t watch in all Things that we may be
their defense?” 45 The things Chauncy wrote in Seasonable Thoughts were shocking and
sometimes impertinent, and in the closing chapters, Chauncy had to work hard to justify himself.
If the Flock were led astray, he asked in conclusion, what would you not do to “bring them
back?” 46 In these terms, Seasonable Thoughts was just a minister doing anything he could to
guard his flock from circling wolves.
The Great Awakening was cast by Chauncy as a spiritual war. Actions taken that would
be morally questionable in peacetime were the only course forward, or at least that is what
Chauncy wrote. He elaborated that “in a Time of Peace” a minister’s “Duty is to teach; in a Time
of War” it is “to fight with and resist Satan and erroneous Men.” 47 The actions that Chauncy
took may have been severe, yet they were choices made by a man engaged in a battle of
morality. He did what he thought was right to sacrifice the smallest number of spiritual
casualties. He closed this rhetoric with the statement, “if we are silent, I see not but we are
sinfully so.” 48 Seasonable Thoughts was a call to arms. Chauncy was recruiting likeminded
soldiers to wage a war against the Great Awakening, while simultaneously fortifying the social
hierarchy that had been damaged.
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